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BOOK REVIEWS

Reopening the Frontier: Homesteading in the Modern
West. By Brian Q. Cannon. Lawrence: University
Press of Kansas, 2009. viii + 307 pp. Illustrations,
notes, bibliography, index. $39.95.
Brian Q. Cannon has established himself as one
of America's preeminent historians of agriculture
and the modern West. Reopening the Frontier will
only add to this well-deserved reputation. In it, he
examines the rejuvenation of western homesteading-the idea of the federal government providing
cost-free land to settlers willing to live on and
cultivate it-after World War II. As Cannon demonstrates, the challenges of homesteading in 1950s
Washington or Oregon were often just as severe
as those of trying to "prove up" a claim in 1870s
Nebraska or Kansas.
Cannon traces the U.S. government's decision to offer homestead lands in several western
states after World War II in an attempt to create a
so-called "new frontier of opportunity." As in the
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nineteenth century, many who sought homesteads
in the 1940s and '50s had dreams of land and home
ownership and the idyllic life of the honest, hardworking farmer. Post-World War II homesteads,
however, were located almost exclusively on lands
of dry sagebrush and marginal agricultural value.
The difficulties experienced by the majority of these
homesteaders lead Cannon to characterize the idea
of free land as a "chimera."
One of the strengths of Reclaiming the Frontier
is the author's examination of the difficulties and
conflicts surrounding reclamation homesteads.
These farms, located on exceedingly dry lands,
required irrigation to provide water for crops and
animals. Cannon states that between 1946 and
1966, the Department of the Interior received over
150,000 applications for 3,041 available reclamation
homesteads. Despite the public's continued interest in homesteading, the Bureau of Reclamation's
homesteading program waned throughout the
1960s due to reclamation's high cost. Later, conflicts
between homesteaders and the federal government
over water rights emerged, and Cannon carries
his history into the early twenty-first century with
an examination of several heated disagreements
between settlers-many of the them now in their
seventies and eighties-and the Department of the
Interior. The most memorable of these was the 2001
fight between Klamath Basin homesteaders and
the government, which centered on both access to
water and the homesteaders' impacts on creatures
protected by the Endangered Species Act.
Though Cannon's focus is clearly on the midto-late twentieth century, Reopening the Frontier
could have provided more background on the
original 1862 Homestead Act and the similar difficulties faced by the first homesteaders, making for
an interesting comparative perspective. This is a
minor criticism of an excellent work, though, and
Cannon's book is one that scholars interested in
land use, agriculture, and homesteading myths and
realities will find useful.
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